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with the approval of Emperor Alexander, who himself was poorly
versed in military matters. It was situated between two highways, pre-
sumably to check Napoleon if he marched either on St. Petersburg or
Moscow. Actually its location made it a trap for the Russian army,
"which could easily be encircled there. Barclay therefore abandoned
Drisa and withdrew to Vitebsk via Polotsk, leaving the protection of
the St. Petersburg road to a detached corps under Wittgenstein, who
successfully warded off Marshal Oudinot's onslaught.

'Bagration, hotly followed by Marshal Davout with an army
of 50,000 and Napoleon's brother Jerome with an army of 60,000,
was in extremely difficult straits. Davout and Jerome tried to surround
Bagration's little* army and cut off his retreat, but he managed to elude
the French pincers. His retreat was covered by a cavalry detachment
under the command of Platov. Davout occupied Minsk and then proceed-
ed to the Berezina River, again hoping to cut off Bagration. Meanwhile
Bagration was withdrawing his forces along defiles in the marshes.
Cut off from the main forces and thrust far to the south, Bagrat ion's
army crossed the Berezina and the Dnieper and again evaded en-
circlement. After waiting in vain for Bagration at Vitebsk Barclay
put out a rearguard and quietly withdrew from camp with lights
extinguished.

Retreating under extremely difficult conditions, harassed by the
enemy, suffering from the torrid heat, lack of drinking water, hunger
and disease which took heavy toll on account of the absence of any
kind of medical aid, the two Russian armies finally succeeded in mak-
ing junction at Smolensk. Napoleon reached Smolensk in August
and ordered it to be taken by storm. He bombarded Smolensk for thir-
teen hours; the whole town was in flames. Barclay ordered the powder
magazines to be blown up and then abandoned the burning city. The
residents set fire to their homes and property in order not to leave
anything to the enemy, and evacuated the town together with the army.
The Russian troops put up a spirited fight at Smolensk. However,
Barclay realized that the numerical superiority of the French threat-
ened him with rout andrefusedto let himself be drawn into the pitched
battle which Napoleon was so set on.

Barclay had the strength of will and firmness to carry out method-
ically his plan of retreat, which was the only means of saving the
army from a smashing defeat. As Marx pointed out, the Russian plan
of retreat was no longer a matter of free choice but of stern necessity.

The terror-stricken nobility, however, was strongly opposed to the
retreat. Barclay de Tolly was accused of cowardice and even treachery.
The relations between Barclay and Bagration, the two commanders,
grew more and more strained. Bagration averred that "Barclay is
leading the guests straight on to Moscow." A disciple of Suvorov and a
man of reckless courage, Bagration was thirsting for battle. He claimed
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